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Northcutt: Thirst Quenching
Kansas State University’s Olathe campus, in the Kansas City metropolitan
area, is home to the Urban Water Institute, bringing together industry,
researchers, policymakers, advocates and educators.

Thirst quenching
Urban Water Institute focuses on sustainable water supply

The world is thirsty for water — and it is likely to
become one of the most pressing resource issues of the
21st century. Kansas State University has a vision for the
new Urban Water Institute to develop as a premier center
of knowledge and outreach focused on sustainable water
management in urban and urbanizing environments.
Established in 2011, the institute, located at the
Olathe campus and under the leadership of founding
director Alok Bhandari, civil engineering, will realize
this vision by advancing and promoting public policy,
water management approaches, and innovative treatment
technologies that support sustainable use of water.
Positioned at the center of K-State Olathe’s mission,
water crosses all disciplines and is pertinent to both
animal health and food safety. The campus is located in a
metropolitan area home to a variety of world-renowned
agencies, businesses and organizations including major
international water-related consulting firms, equipment
manufacturers and testing service providers.
The institute brings together industry, researchers,
policymakers, advocates and educators to identify
and develop solutions for complex cross-disciplinary
and cross-boundary concerns related to urban water
sustainability. It facilitates industry- and agencyidentified research, development and implementation of
water-related projects by engaging teams of practitioners,
researchers, educators and students across Kansas and
the four-state region.
As part of this outreach, the institute participated
in K-12 events at K-State Olathe this year, including
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Perspectives

a fourth- and fifth-grade “Water Investigation Lab
Day – Citizen Action Team” (WILD-Cat). Hundreds
of students gathered water samples from the campus’s
pond, analyzed the samples in the lab, and looked for
presence of macro invertebrates, indicator species that
are sensitive, somewhat sensitive or tolerant of pollution.
Bhandari also led a section of the summer teacher
workshop with a day all about water for 20 secondary
science educators from across Kansas.
“Water gives us an indication of the health of the
planet — human and animal health rely on this water,”
said Michael Strohschein, director of K-12 science
education partnerships at the Olathe campus. “Looking
at the physical and biological indicators of healthy water
gives us an insight into protecting species from becoming
endangered or extinct. The impacts are magnified in
an urban setting because of extreme environmental
degradation and population density.”
A search is under way for a program coordinator
for the Urban Water Institute to be housed at K-State
Olathe on a full-time basis. This position will support
the structure Bhandari has established and work with
Strohschein, director of corporate and foundation
relations Debbie Kirchhoff and others as the institute
grows in scope and impact.
The Urban Water Institute is part of the 2025 plan
for the university to be recognized as one of the nation’s
Top 50 public research universities.
By Kristi Northcutt, Kansas State University Olathe
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During Water Investigation Lab Day, hundreds of fourth- and fifth-graders
gathered and studied water from the campus’s pond.
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